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Donald Stephenson was born on 7 August 1925 in Spring Valley, Fillmore County, 
southeastern Minnesota, approximately ten miles north of the Iowa border.  The 
youngest of six children, he attended local schools and graduated from Spring Valley 
High School in 1943.  In August 1943 Don received his induction notice for military 
service, and he reported to Ft. Snelling in Minneapolis; there he was selected for the 
Marine Corps. 
 Basic Training was at Camp Pendleton, in San Diego, California, and lasted 
until December 1943.  In January 1944 Don was shipped to Hawaii, where he 
worked in the 2nd Marine Division as a classification specialist.  Specifically, he 
worked interviewing individual Marines and classifying them according to 
education and civilian skills.  He performed this duty in Hawaii until May 1945, 
when he was transferred to the Pacific island of Okinawa.  Don remained on 
Okinawa until October 1945, when he was transferred back to Camp Pendleton.  
Don was discharged from the Marine Corps in February 1946. 
Again a civilian, Don used GI Bill benefits and from spring 1946 attended the 
University of Minnesota in Minneapolis, graduating in 1950 with a degree in 
mechanical engineering.  While a student he got married (in 1949, wife Marjorie 
May Anderson); Don and Marjorie raised two daughters.  Don had a career with the 
St. Paul Insurance Companies, retiring in 1984 with thirty-four years of service.  
Following retirement Don worked a number of part-time jobs. 
At the time of this interview (May 2002) Don lived in Edina, Minnesota, a 
Twin Cities suburb. 
 
Don Stephenson died on 19 March 2012.
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Interview key: 
B = Daniel Borkenhagen 
S = Don Stephenson 
[text] = words added by editor, either for clarification or explanation 
(***) = words or phrase unclear 
NOTE: interview has been edited for clarity 
 
Tape 1, Side A.  Counter begins at 000. 
 
B: Today is May 11, 2002, and my name is Dan Borkenhagen from the staff of the 
Oral History Project of the World War II Years.  I’m sitting with Don Stephenson in 
his home in Edina, and we’re going to talk a little bit about his experiences around 
World War II.  Thank you very much for doing the interview, Don.  If you don’t mind, 
I’m going to start out with some general biographical information, just so that we 
can frame your life and have some idea of who you are.  Just starting out, when and 
where were you born? 
 
S: I was born in Spring Valley, Minnesota, which is south of Rochester, on August 7th, 
1925. 
 
B: And who were your parents? 
 
S: My father was Henry Stephenson and my mother was Myrtle May Jones.  I was the 
last of six kids.  I had one older brother and four older sisters.  Unfortunately I only 
have one sister left.  She lives in Grand Meadow, which is near Spring Valley. 
 
B: And did you stay in Spring Valley up through high school, or did your family ever 
move? 
 
S: Yes, we stayed.  In those days everybody stayed where they were, and I grew up 
in Spring Valley and graduated from high school.  I knew that the draft was sitting 
right there looking me in the face so I… because a nurse came around that senior 
year and checked eyes.  She said, “Your eyes are not good.  You better see a doctor.”  
So that kind of set me back a little bit from some things that I might have had in 
mind.  So as a result I let the draft catch me which, being born in August, the draft 
caught me in August.  I was in Fort Snelling [military induction center, in 
Minneapolis] in September. 
 
B: So you were drafted in August of 1942? 
 
S: No, 1943.  I graduated from high school in 1943. 
 
B: And you had been kind of thinking of enrolling in a certain branch of the service? 
 
S: Yes.  Like a lot of kids my age, flying was the real thing, and that was in my mind.  
When they said my eyes weren’t good, why then I knew that was out, so I just let the 
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draft catch me.  So when I got to Fort Snelling here in September I thought, “Well, I’ll 
try the Navy.”  I was standing in line.  I was one in the first of this group going 
through.  There were about fifty or seventy-five of us from [Fillmore] county.  I was 
one of the first ones to get through and make my choice, and I was standing in line to 
sign with the Navy. 
This buck sergeant came walking by and why he picked me out, I don’t know, 
but he says, “I want you in the Marine Corps.”  I said, “I thought we had a choice.”  He 
said, “I have a quota to fill.”  As soon as he said quota, why I knew what that meant.  
So I knew I was stuck for the Marine Corps, and I had no idea what the Marine Corps 
was about.  Being from a little town in southern Minnesota I just didn’t…  Well, I 
think there were one or two guys from my hometown in the Marine Corps, and I did 
not know that they were even in.  In fact, a classmate of mine was in the Marine 
Corps and I didn’t know it until after the war was over. 
 
B: So you must have looked like a Marine? 
 
S: That was in September.  In October I headed to San Diego and went to boot camp, 
and I got out of boot camp on January 1, 1944. 
 
B: If you don’t mind I’m going to skip over those couple war years real quick here so 
we can catch some of the stuff that happened after the war.  Then we’ll go in depth 
into all of that.  What month and year were you discharged? 
 
S: February of 1946. 
 
B: What did you do right after the war, Don? 
 
(1, A, 78) 
 
S: I came home [to Spring Valley] and relaxed a little bit.  In fact, I got a part time job 
building.  Sears [a large retailer] was putting a store in my hometown and they 
needed a little bit of help and I worked there.  When that was over I looked at this 
buddy of mine and that must have been in March [1946].  We kind of looked at each 
other and said, “What are we going to do now?”  I said, “The spring quarter of the U 
[University of Minnesota, Twin Cities] starts soon, so why don’t we go out and see if 
we can get in?”  So we did and we got in and started.  The GI Bill was a very good 
thing.  The big rush on the school was that fall with the GI Bill, but we kind of beat 
that and got in in the spring.  So we got just a little bit of a start before the mass 
came in.  Then we completed school. 
 
B: What was your degree in? 
 
S: Mechanical Engineering.  I managed to stay in school without getting kicked out.  I 
got married when I was a junior, in 1949.  My wife’s name was Marjorie May 
Anderson, from Willmar, Minnesota.  So she worked at the U while I finished my 
senior year.  Then I got a job but that didn’t work out too well.  I didn’t like it.  I 
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ended up getting a job with St. Paul Insurance Companies, and I stayed with them 
for thirty-three or thirty-four years.  Twenty years of it was down in Indiana.  Then 
they moved me back here again and I finished my work record here.  I retired when 
I was fifty-nine.  It must have been 1984 when I retired.  Then I went out and fooled 
around and finally got a job and worked for a while until Social Security kicked in.  
Then I finally retired fully.  But I have been working part time ever since, at the golf 
course and other places.  All here in the [Twin] Cities. 
 
B: Any kids or grandkids? 
 
S: Yes.  We have two daughters.  They were both born in Indiana and went to school 
there.  They both graduated from Edina High School here.  The oldest one got a 
scholarship and went back to Purdue and got a degree in biology there.  Then she 
came back here and got a master’s degree in civil engineering.  Don’t tell me how 
you do that!  Then she went to work for Northern States Power.  She’s a very 
intelligent gal.  She can’t be talked into anything, but I kind of suggested that she 
might be better off if she had a law degree.  So she ended up going to William 
Mitchell [Law School, in St. Paul] and got a law degree, and that’s worked out quite 
well for her.  She has one son. 
The younger girl was a step behind her in intelligence.  She went to the U 
here and got a pharmacy degree and worked in Wisconsin for a while, but then she 
got back here and she’s a pharmacist over at the VA home over by Minnehaha Falls 
[in Minneapolis].  It’s not the hospital, it’s the VA home, the Minnesota home not the 
federal home.  She likes that very much.  Enjoys a lot of the military guys. 
 
B: Let’s go back in time again.  First I want to get your reaction to December 7, 1941.  
From what you said, you were in high school at the time. 
 
S: Yes.  I can’t really remember my reaction.  I hear people talk about that, but of 
course at the time, in 1941, I would have been fifteen.  I kind of knew where the 
Hawaiian Islands were because of a book my sister had, but other than that I didn’t 
know a lot about it.  Being insulated from the events that were going on, in southern 
Minnesota, it was pretty quiet down there.  The most exposure I had was that 
several guys from my hometown went in the Merchant Marine.  So we kind of knew 
something about that. 
 
B: So you don’t remember exactly where you were or what you were doing? 
 
(1, A, 165) 
 
S: I know where I was.  I was in my hometown, probably trying to go to church.  
Probably went to church that morning.  We were pretty close to church.  But I can’t 
remember the weather or any details on it, except that this obviously was going to 
change the direction of a lot of our lives.  Even though I wasn’t that old.  A few guys 
were already in the military because of the draft, which was started in 1941, but it 
wasn’t a huge deal.  Nobody thought it was going to be a deal because they had 
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limited time that they were going to be in the military.  Little did we know how long 
it was going to last.  So I guess there were some that enlisted after that, the older 
guys, but it was a little beyond my comprehension. 
 
B: Do you remember your parents reacting at all to the news? 
 
S: No, I don’t remember their reaction.  They were much older.  Even my brother 
was five years older than me.  I don’t recall a reaction from him.  Of course, he and I 
never got along very well.  He was living in California at the time. 
 
B: So he was never drafted or anything? 
 
S: No.  He enlisted in 1942, so he wasn’t home.  He was out in California at the time.  
He enlisted early in ‘42 from out there.  He enlisted in the Coast Guard, which a lot of 
guys did.  Enlisted early depending on where they were and what they were.  He 
was much more exposed to it than I was.  The rest of the kids in the family were 
sisters.  One that was a teacher eventually went to work for the FBI in 1942.  My 
sister here in the Cities, she volunteered with the Red Cross.  A lot of her friends did, 
too. 
 
B: You were drafted in 1943. 
 
S: I was eighteen in August.  I came up here to Fort Snelling then and got processed 
there.  I “volunteered” into the Marines. 
 
B: Where was Basic Training? 
 
S: San Diego.  I shipped out from down home.  Another guy from a town down there 
and I kind of went as a two-some.  We caught a bus over to Albert Lea, Minnesota, 
and a train to Kansas City from there and down to San Diego.  At San Diego we had a 
little welcoming committee.  They made sure we got to the recruit depot.  That 
would have been in October 1943, I guess. 
 
B: What was the base like where you had Basic Training? 
 
S: Of course this is personal, but I think it was one of the most beautiful places.  The 
recruit depot is just gorgeous.  It’s got the biggest parade ground in the country, I 
think.  It’s got to be about three blocks long, at least a block wide and on three sides 
it’s surrounded by two-story buildings in the Spanish style.  It is just gorgeous.  Of 
course we spent so much time out on that drill field that we got used to seeing it.  It 
is a gorgeous place. 
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B: How was that for you? 
 
S: Scary.  I had no idea how to deal with people or strangers or what have you.  I 
remember a little bit about the train trip out.  That was fascinating to me. 
 
B: The first time across the country? 
 
S: Yes.  I had been on a train between my hometown and here [Twin Cities].  Other 
than that I’d never really been on a train.  That trip from here to Kansas City and 
down into Texas and across southern Arizona was just gorgeous.  I remember 
looking out the window one time and I saw an engine over on the mountain and I 
thought, “My God, there’s another train over there.”  It wasn’t another train, it was 
ours!  We were going around a curve.  I didn’t realize it was that the engine was that 
far away.  It was interesting. 
I remember one incident.  We stopped at Tijuana, Mexico, [by San Diego].  
There were people selling stuff to everybody.  All kinds of things.  I bought a carton 
of cigarettes and I didn’t smoke, but they were so cheap I bought them.  I ended up 
selling them to a guy in our platoon in boot camp that did smoke.  Eventually they 
got to me and I ended up smoking.  That was funny.  I was close in.  Of course getting 
to San Diego was kind of traumatic, to have those [USMC non-commissioned 
officers] come out and raise hell with you before you even get off the train. 
 
(1, A, 258) 
 
B: You remember the Marines coming up and getting in your face right as soon as 
you got off the train? 
 
S: Practically.  It was late in the day, and I was kind of tired and not knowing what to 
expect.  The base is only about a mile from the train station, but at the time I thought 
it was fifty miles.  I guess we went through too much hell getting there to realize that 
it was that close.  To me about the worst time I had was the next morning.  We were 
in a barracks that night.  That was the only night I was in a barracks for a couple 
years.  Reveille blew and I never heard anything so loud and horrible in all my life.  
About five thirty in the morning.  Of course there was confusion and yelling and 
whatever.  They taught us pretty fast.  It was an interesting event, to say the least. 
 
B: What kind of activity did they have you doing down there? 
 
S: Of course we had to get our clothes.  Hopefully we’d get something the right size.  
They threw so much stuff at us that you didn’t know what it all was.  Rifles and 
cartridge belts.  We stayed in tents after that, eight-man tents.  We had a pail for 
washing clothes.  All kinds of little goodies. 
Of course the first thing they did was take everything away from you.  All 
your civilian clothes.  They more or less stripped you down to nothing.  They gave 
you a box to ship it home.  I remember I had a heavy coat, because there was a 
snowstorm that morning when I left home, so I had a heavy full-length coat that I 
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had to pack.  Of course they took everything away from you: shaving gear, after-
shave lotion, cards, dice, and no alcohol of any kind.  There were alcoholics that 
would drink that stuff, and they weren’t going to have any of that.  I didn’t know it, 
but I found out later that they were right. 
 
B: What are the positive and negative memories you have of Basic Training?  Were 
there any brighter spots in it, or was it just a lot of drudgery and learning? 
 
S: It’s sort of like pain.  When you’ve got it, it hurts, but then you forget about it.  
There were things you couldn’t do, things I couldn’t do but other guys could do. 
We did this once or twice a week, the obstacle course.  I remember the first 
obstacle course we hit.  We had small buildings that looked like hog houses, and we 
had to run over those.  It was no big deal.  By the last one I thought, “How come I’m 
so tired?”  It was out in the dunes.  At that time we had a lot of sand right next to the 
bay.  That was where they took us when they wanted to really give it to us.  Anyway, 
you go through the rest of it.  We had the usual stuff of climbing over walls.  I always 
had a little trouble climbing over walls.  The wall was about a foot thick.  You had to 
get your arm over there to get up and pull yourself up.  Luckily there was always 
somebody that wanted to get up there so they’d push you over. 
I remember another that had a pit with a rope over it.  You had to jump and 
grab the rope and float over the pit.  I never had any trouble like that down in our 
hometown.  We’d go swimming out in the crick and we’d have a rope tied in a tree 
and we were floating around with that rope.  But this one day I misjudged it and I 
didn’t get over, and I couldn’t get back.  I swung back and forth like a pendulum and 
finally somebody grabbed me and gave me a push.  It turned out it was an officer 
that was standing there.  He was pretty ticked off at me, but I got over. 
Later on the DIs [Drill Instructors] would run us out there in the sand and 
we’d come back and would have to have rifle inspection in about five minutes which 
meant tearing down your rifle and cleaning it out.  I mean they looked over that with 
magnifying glasses.  But basically as I recall the discipline was there. 
 
(1, A, 335) 
 
Some of the DIs could really be nasty.  The only thing I got in trouble for 
(laughs).  It was minor.  Thank goodness I learned from it.  One DI was passing out 
mail and of course we were all looking for news from home.  He yelled, “Jones!”  He 
might be over there and he’d throw the letter over here.  It was really irritating me.  
I wanted some mail.  Finally he stopped passing them out entirely and he started 
saying something and he started giving us this story.  He says something about, 
“Where I’m from,” and I said, “Yes, but that’s where you’re from!”  (pauses three 
seconds) He says, “I’ll see you after mail call.”  So I shut up and I went over to where 
their tent was and he says, “Start pumping that rifle.”  That rifle is about nine 
pounds, but I was pumping it, straight out in front of you.  I don’t know how long I 
did it, but my arms were about ready to fall off.  Finally he asked me, “Have you had 
enough?”  I said, “Yes, sir!”  He said, “Did you learn anything?”  I said, “Yes, sir!”  “All 
right,” he said, “Dismissed.”  So I got out of that one relatively easy. 
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B: It could have been worse. 
 
S: It could have been really nasty.  The discipline, at times they’re obnoxious, or it 
seems so.  Overall, in retrospect, the DIs we had were firm and fair.  I learned a lot. 
 
B: Summarize your boot camp experience. 
 
S: (reads from report he prepared for Dan) Boot camp was eleven weeks long, and we 
worked from about 5:30 a.m. until 9:30 p.m.  Our days were spent learning many 
things, what I would analyze as the objectives of boot camp.  The first objective, in 
my mind, was to harden us up with the physical activities.  They wanted to make 
sure we were physically fit for combat and could protect ourselves in the event we 
met the enemy.  This was done for all Marines.  The training must have been pretty 
intense since my chest size dropped two inches in circumference, and my waist 
dropped two inches.  And I thought I was in pretty decent shape when I arrived at 
boot camp. 
 The second major objective was to learn how to kill our enemy.  The major 
tool was the M-1 rifle.  We spent a lot of time learning about that weapon and how to 
maintain it and shoot it.  We also learned how to use the bayonet that came with the 
rifle.  We spent time practicing on each other with padded simulator bayonets.  After 
this other methods were taught, using the hands to strike severe blows to parts of 
the body, blows which if severe enough would kill a person.  These were the basics 
that we learned. 
 After Basic Training more sophisticated weapons were taught to chosen 
Marines, depending on what the Marine was designate to do.  It turned out that the 
job I was chosen for at the Pearl Harbor Replacement Battalion was entirely 
different and involved more clerical duties than learning more methods of how to 
kill.  However, I should note that every Marine was expected to be able to fight an 
enemy with the tools provided to him.  (completes reading from report) 
 
B: Where did they send you after boot camp? 
 
S: I got out of boot camp on January 1st, 1944.  Then they sent us up to Camp Elliott, 
which is just north of San Diego.  It’s near the naval airport there.  There was a 
facility there, a jumping off point it turned out.  I was there about three weeks, but I 
didn’t do much.  We went through an obstacle course there a little bit.  I didn’t do a 
whole lot. 
 
B: They weren’t doing much training there? 
 
S: No, there wasn’t much training.  I don’t know if they did any there at all.  I know 
the last weekend I was there they gave liberty out.  Twelve hour or twenty-four 
hour.  I knew there were a lot of guys there that had girlfriends or wives, so I didn’t 
ask for time off.  Let somebody else that had relatives, I thought. 
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End of Side A.  Side B begins at counter 380. 
 
S: That was a Sunday, and we shipped out on Tuesday.  It was a five-day trip to 
Hawaii.  I got lucky and got on mess duty.  Nobody wanted it.  That worked out 
pretty good.  We were only getting two meals a day. 
When I got to Hawaii, then my brother-in-law came shortly after.  He came 
and found me shortly after.  He got a jeep and we toured Oahu.  He’d never been 
there before either.  I got to know him fairly well, even if he was an officer.  He was a 
nice guy.  Enlisted men just don’t think too much of officers.  (laughs) 
 
(1, B, 424) 
 
B: So you were shipped to Hawaii for what duty? 
 
S: Just general.  They had over there what they called a replacement battalion in 
Pearl Harbor.  That was another thing I found out later, and I was ticked off that I 
didn’t get picked to put in special training or school or something out of boot camp.  
There were only three or four guys that did.  The rest of us shipped over.  This 
replacement battalion at Pearl Harbor was used for any outfits that needed people 
to join. 
 
B: So you were just a big reserve? 
 
S: Basically.  While I was there, I got into a little bit of trouble, not much.  This is 
when censorship came in, when you hit Pear [Harbor].  You couldn’t say anything, 
you couldn’t do anything, you couldn’t write anything, and you had to put your name 
and rank on the bottom of the letter, and somebody would censor it. 
I got a day off or something, so I went into town and I got a couple of picture 
postcards and I sent them back [to my parents].  One of them I signed, and that 
boomeranged.  One of them went through, because I didn’t sign it, so my folks found 
out where I was.  Whoever it was caught up with me and had a little interview with 
me. 
Going into Pearl Harbor you had to go through a submarine net.  They had to 
open the gate for us to go in.  Then when we left to go to Hawaii, the same thing, they 
had to open the gate to let us out.  We left late in the day.  I never could understand 
that, especially when I found out how far Hawaii was from Oahu.  It was only about a 
hundred miles, but it took us all night to get there.  I don’t know, they must have 
been sailing in circles or something.  They must have done it to avoid detection from 
submarines or something.  I was in an LST [landing ship, tank] and we landed on a 
beach someplace.  There were some vehicles on the LST in addition to a small group 
of us.  All of us went up to the 2nd Division camp, which was on the Parker Ranch 
which is eight, ten miles up the mountain.  They set us down and briefly told us what 
they wanted us to do. 
 
B: Doing what? 
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S: We were transferring information from the personnel.  All Marines had a booklet 
of all the information on them in there.  We had to transfer that information to a 
card, called the Personnel Classification Card.  It was kind of a crude computerized 
deal, a very basic field computer.  Holes around the edge, and you could filter out, 
pull out whatever information you wanted.  We had to transfer the information from 
this other personnel thing onto these cards, and then code the edges of the card.  
Then these cards would go up to the interviewer.  Someone would interview the 
individual on all his civilian talents, activities, skills and then also interview him as 
to what he had been doing in the Marine Corps, what weapons he was using or 
classified on or capable of using.  Then all this information was coded on the edges 
of that card. 
Finally, after we’d spent a week or two doing this, then they started letting us 
interview the guys.  We had quite a crew there doing this work.  I can’t remember 
exactly how long it took, but it must have taken us three or four months.  There were 
five thousand in a division.  It was all hand pencil work.  There were no computers 
or anything.  The only respite we got there was a handful of us were sent over to 
Hilo.  That was about a hundred miles or more over the mountain, over the lava 
field.  That was a tough trip, I remember that.  We were down there for about two 
weeks and that was nice.  That was like a vacation, because it was just a handful of 
us there and we could go into town at night.  We were right on the edge of town, in a 
little Boy Scout camp.  I remember that was nice.  We could go into town and have a 
steak or something. 
 
B: Little bit better than Marine food? 
 
S: Much better.  So that was a nice two weeks.  I’m glad I got on that trip.  Plus we 
saw the lava fields too.  Then when we came back we took the seacoast road back.  
We got to see the side of the island that was much prettier the lava fields.  They 
issued us extra blankets there because we were at the five or six thousand foot level.  
It was January, February, March, and it was pretty cold.  In the morning we’d fall out 
and we’d have our overcoats on, but that was better than the steaming jungle.  A lot 
of people would have liked that.  The 2nd Division was getting ready to go to [the 
island of] Saipan after that. 
 (Dons add from his prepared notes) The 2nd Division had just got back from 
capturing Tarawa [in Betio Atoll, beginning November 1943], which was a very 
nasty battle.  The stories about the battle we heard were very vivid and scary.  I 
thought I was going to be permanently attached to the Division, and obviously they 
were going to other battles and I figured I’d be going with them.  What I learned only 
later is that I was not to be attached to the 2nd Division; other units needed 
classified, what I was doing, and that is where I would be working.  But at this time I 
didn’t know this, and just figured I would be shipping out with this unit when they 
left.  (ends reading) 
After this we went back to Pearl [Harbor] for a week or two.  Then we went 
to Kauai, the Garden Island.  That’s really good duty.  There weren’t many military 
there.  Oahu was just full of military; it was just terrible.  There weren’t many in 
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Kauai.  There were just small towns, and we were located right on the beach.  Two, 
three anti-aircraft battalions. 
 
(1, B, 565) 
 
B: When did you get trained into anti-aircraft? 
 
S: That’s what they were doing on Kauai.  We went through the classification 
process again, but then I got put into classification work.  Doing this personnel work.  
My service was pretty tame compared to a lot of them.  After we classified all of 
these three battalions then I got assigned to one of them.  I was keeping track of all 
the personnel and their qualifications, ranks and stuff that the CO [commanding 
officer] had to have every week.  That was my job all the way through. 
There was a sergeant over me, a Charles Smith from Los Angeles.  I was a PFC 
[private first class] at this time.  He knew what we had to do and we did it.  He was a 
nice guy.  He was older and he got sent back to the States, then I was there alone for 
a while.  My mind was on schooling the whole time.  I thought, “How am I going to 
get some schooling?”  Especially after I got in personnel work and especially after I 
got into the anti-aircraft battalion.  I had the records on the officers, and I saw that 
all of them had schooling.  There was maybe a handful of guys had a little bit of 
college, one or two years maybe.  Those officers all had college degrees.  That woke 
me up to what a person needed. 
The whole time the battalion was on Kauai was spent in training anti-aircraft.  
It had switched from a so-called defense battalion to an anti-aircraft battalion.  
Basically the difference was that a defense battalion had large 155mm guns that 
could fire fifteen miles or so.  In fact, I used to watch them fire.  I couldn’t believe 
that you could see that shell going as far as it did.  Then in the conversion they took 
all the 155s out of these three battalions and they ended up going to the Philippines.  
That left us with nothing but anti-aircraft weapons, which were 90mm and 40mm 
guns, and 20mm machine guns.  Of course they had radar and search lights, too. 
 
(1, B, 615) 
 
B: How long were you on Kauai? 
 
S: I was there until April 1st, 1945.  Again, they put me in the rear echelon, which 
ticked me off.  The Tech Sergeant that was there, he went to first echelon.  The first 
echelon sailed on March 11th, 1945, and landed on Okinawa on April 17th, 1945.  The 
rear echelon, which I was in, sailed from Nawiliwili, Kaui, on the USS Karnes, which 
landed on Okinawa on May 3rd, 1945. 
This tech sergeant, he no sooner landed than he allegedly sprained his knee.  
All of a sudden they shipped him to Guam.  So I get to Okinawa a month later, just 
after May 1st, 1945, and he isn’t around.  So I’ve got all this catching up to do and this 
work, reports and everything, and he isn’t around.  I know he was faking it.  While 
on Okinawa, I did go out on a few things around the camp, security patrols to secure 
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the area around us.  One officer wanted to make sure everything was going right, so 
we went out on security patrols. 
The only enemy I saw was a dead Jap, who was immediately cremated.  The 
officer in charge of the patrols seemed a little bit like Mr. Roberts, of the book and 
movie [film “Mister Roberts” (1955) starring Henry Fonda as Lt. Doug Roberts; 
based on the 1946 novel, Mister Roberts, by Thomas Heggen].  This particular officer 
was frustrated by the lack of direct contact with the enemy, and wanted to be right 
in the middle of the action.  But the only action he seemed to be able to drum up was 
to command the security patrols around the perimeter of the camp. 
This Jap soldier, he hadn’t been dead very long, I know that.  Usually they 
booby-trapped their dead.  We didn’t touch him in any way, shape or manner.  He 
was in a little hut and we burned it down.  Some of the guys where the gun 
emplacements were, they were close to shore.  The Japs would sneak up the 
shoreline trying to get away or something. 
 
B: People that were still on the island? 
 
S: Yes.  All the fighting was on the south side of Okinawa.  We were kind of in the 
middle.  Most of them committed suicide before they’d do anything else.  A few 
apparently were trying to save their fanny and sneak up the shoreline.  It was pretty 
rocky.  Every once in a while some of our guys would catch up with some of them.  
They had a little firefight and get it over with. 
The scariest thing I ever did, they put me on guard duty once.  There was a 
path up from the ocean up to our camp, and they wanted somebody there every 
night.  I went down there around midnight one night, and the corporal of the guard 
did not take me down there.  He said, “Just go down there and relieve who’s there.”  
There wasn’t anybody there.  And it was dark.  I thought, “What the hell happened 
here?”  So I yelled out loud for him and then I got to thinking, if a Jap got him all I’m 
doing is telling him where I am.  So I shut up and I thought maybe he was sleeping.  
Of course those were violations subject to the death penalty.  I could only visualize 
that he might be asleep, and if he woke up and saw me standing there I didn’t know 
what his reaction might be.  So finally the only thing I could think of was to lie down 
on the ground as close to the ground as I could get and keep my eyes open, which I 
did for the rest of the night until sunup. 
 
(1, B, 693) 
 
I tell you, that whole time I was really shook up.  Where that guy was I don’t 
know.  He hadn’t been attacked or anything.  When I got back to camp I told the 
corporal of the guard, “I don’t think you want to put me on guard duty again.”  And 
he didn’t.  Both he and the guy could have been court-martialed very quickly.  I kept 
my mouth shut and the corporal kept his mouth shut.  Whoever the guy was that I 
was supposed to relieve, I don’t know what happened to him.  I got a few gray hairs 
there, I think. 
Just around the camp we were being subjected to stray bombs.  The Japs 
didn’t seem to know where they were putting their bombs.  We had one hit our 
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water treatment plant.  A couple others came down unexpectedly on us.  One night 
the siren wasn’t working, but the first we knew about it was when we heard the 
bomb.  It was kind of interesting to see some of the things that happened.  We had a 
radio shack right next to us, so we could hear what was going on between the anti-
aircraft and the United States airplanes. 
The kamikaze attacks occurred, too.  We had one really big kamikaze attack.  
Most of their attacks were against the Navy.  In fact, the morning I got there, I slept 
on shore because I didn’t know where I was going.  I was alone.  The next morning 
I’m trying to figure out where I’m going to go and here comes a plane from east to 
west.  The entire beach was full of ships, hundreds of ships.  They were all putting 
out a smoke screen.  I couldn’t see a ship out there—every one of them was shooting 
at this Jap.  He went too high, though, and none of them got him.  But he flew out 
over the bay and then made a U-turn and turned over and went down.  I heard that 
he hit a cruiser, but I don’t know.  The Navy really went through hell with some of 
that stuff. 
In fact, as we left Pearl Harbor on the way to Okinawa, there was an aircraft 
carrier just coming in.  I forget the name of that carrier, so I’m not sure if it was 
Bunker Hill or which one it was.  You could see right through it, where a kamikaze 
attack had left a hole.  We were all pretty quiet.  I said to somebody, “I hope we’re 
not going where that thing came from.”  But of course we were. 
Just before the battle’s end we had a really big kamikaze attack on Okinawa.  
There were planes coming in from every which way.  I didn’t have any duties at that 
time, so three or four of us were sitting in kind of a little outcropping, a little knoll 
there.  We could see north and we could see all the tracer bullets going real low, and 
then all of a sudden of course it switched.  Then all of a sudden we heard this engine 
and this plane came up over the bluff we were on, probably a hundred feet over the 
water.  He came up over that bluff and I thought he was coming in on us.  He no 
sooner got into sight and our gunners were on him.  I don’t know how they knew he 
was coming because he was coming in low and usually the radar didn’t pick that 
stuff up.  They had their sights on him and they nailed him good.  Thank God, he 
went down quite a ways away from us. 
 
(1, B, 753) 
 
B: So you had to sit there while there were bombs dropping in the area? 
 
S: Yes.  We had a little bomb shelter where we were.  They shouldn’t have been 
dropping on us; we weren’t a target.  They didn’t even know we were there. 
 
End of Tape 1.  Tape 2, Side A begins at counter 000. 
 
B: How did you feel?  I mean, you didn’t have to be outside during a lot of these 
combat situations, but I’m assuming they were relatively intense. 
 
S: We were always outside.  We always wanted to know what was going on. 
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B: How did it feel during those times then when there were planes flying around? 
 
S: This one night when the kamikazes came over that shook us up.  We usually were 
wandering around doing something.  The rest of the time we knew there was an air 
raid, except for one time when the siren was out.  Some poor guy was up on the pole 
trying to fix the siren when the bomb dropped.  He got it worse than we did. 
As for the kamikazes, it was pretty hard for them to find gun emplacements 
[like our anti-aircraft battery].  It’s a lot harder to find a gun emplacement on land 
than to find a ship.  Usually they were looking for ships, and there were plenty of 
them around for them. 
Actually the most damage was done by the typhoons.  We went through two 
typhoons.  One of them, I don’t remember the date on that, but that really ripped the 
place apart.  The figures I heard was that there were one hundred and fifty miles an 
hour winds.  The rain was coming down, and we built a tent within our tent to try to 
stay dry.  Someplace along the line we said, “Let’s go up and look at the officers’ 
mess to see if the liquor locker broke open.”  Unfortunately they had cleaned the 
liquor locker out. 
But that typhoon knocked down our headquarters tent, so we had to rebuild 
that.  We rebuilt it smaller this time.  After that typhoon there was a steady stream 
of B-29s [four-engine heavy bomber] coming in there with K-rations [individual 
daily combat food ration].  Unfortunately, they were just K-rations, but at least we 
did have something.  In fact we went from K-rations to steaks.  The ships all left 
[before the typhoon arrived].  They knew this thing was coming so they all took off.  
But then when they came back after the typhoon, then our cooks went out and 
bummed food off of the ships.  So we were having steaks there for a while. 
Then we had another typhoon after the war was over, and that kind of 
precipitated us getting home a little quicker, because they had so much trouble 
getting food and stuff in there. 
 
B: When was this that you headed out of Okinawa? 
 
S: (refers to his military records) My records indicate that we left Okinawa on 22 
October 1945 on the USS Meriwether, and that we arrived in San Diego on 8 
November 1945. 
 
B: Where did they send you after that? 
 
S: We went back to [the Marine Corps base at] Camp Pendleton in California, north 
of San Diego.  Then we disbanded, dissolved.  Dissolved it all.  (refers to records) This 
was 27 November 1945. 
 
B: You weren’t discharged right at that time? 
 
S: No.  I didn’t have enough points at that time.  I got a thirty-day leave and I went 
home.  While I was home one night I was listening to the radio.  All of a sudden I 
heard this report that they’d dropped the point system. 
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B: That they dropped the point system? 
 
S: Not the system, but the points for discharge. 
 
(2, A, 128) 
 
S: We got back to Camp Pendleton on the 8th of November, like I said.  Then we 
dissolved the battalion.  Probably me and a friend of mine, Sgt. Albert E. Evans, from 
New Jersey, were the last ones in the battalion; we did all the bookwork on it.  Then, 
as I said, I got thirty-day leave and went home.  Then I was transferred to [the 
Marine Corps base at] Parris Island, South Carolina, to the same duty.  That’s where I 
was supposed to go to do the same stuff, but I just went back and twiddled my 
thumbs for a while, since I was a short timer [slang for “soon to be discharged”]. 
A close call I had at that time was almost signing up for the Reserves.  When I 
got discharged, they gave us a sales pitch to sign up for the Reserves.  Well, I didn’t.  
The train was coming.  Now I knew what time the train was getting to the town of 
Yemassee [South Carolina], and if I had gone down and signed up for the Reserves I 
wouldn’t have made it to that train.  I would have had to wait for the next train.  Of 
course, I guess there were a lot of them.  So that’s how I didn’t go sign up for the 
Reserves.  If I had, I would have been in Korea [during the Korean conflict, 1950-53].  
So that’s a matter of inches. 
 
B: Don, when were you discharged? 
 
S: On February 13th, 1946. 
 
B: And you headed home? 
 
S: Yes.  Then I got the train back home, and I couldn’t figure out what I was going to 
do. 
 
B: That suggests a bit of a transition time.  Was it kind of hard to transition from 
military to civilian life? 
 
S: No, not really.  When I got home, as I mentioned, I got a part time job and worked 
for a couple of weeks on that [Sears] store.  There was some uncertainty as to what I 
was going to do, but I knew the GI Bill was there.  The GI Bill, we all kind of knew 
what the GI Bill was all about, primarily education.  There was one feature of the GI 
Bill, they called it the “52-20 club.”  Fifty-two weeks at twenty bucks a week.  There 
were several guys in my hometown that exhausted that, but I refused to do it.  It just 
didn’t set well with me.  It wasn’t that we were destitute; he was living at home and I 
was living at home. 
Then my buddy and I got into college.  We came up here to the University of 
Minnesota, living on the seventy-five dollars a month we got.  I think that’s what we 
were being paid as a single person.  Then of course the government paid the tuition.  
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I think the tuition was forty-five dollars a quarter at that time for in-state, if you’re a 
resident [of Minnesota].  They charged every GI out-of-state rate, which was ninety 
dollars.  Now that doesn’t sound like a lot of money, but it was at that time.  I 
thought that was a rip-off too.  We were getting an education and we weren’t signing 
the tab, so not a lot of us complained.  But we got an education.  I think we paid them 
back pretty healthily.  I had to laugh. 
You go to college in 1946-47, probably even in 1948, most everybody was 
wearing uniforms.  Wore them out.  On campus if you didn’t have a uniform on they 
wondered who you were.  We were pretty regimented in college, too.  I went right to 
work in the summer time, I had jobs.  [Military service] just taught us a little better 
about how to follow orders and to do what you could.  I think most people of that 
era were damn happy to have a job, and damn happy to get an education, too.  They 
weren’t going to make waves.  I think Tom Brokaw hit it right on the head with his 
summary of that era [in his book The Greatest Generation].  Everybody coming out of 
the Depression and money problems and everything.  As a result we became quite a 
society.  I never heard anybody complain. 
About a year later, I don’t know what your politics are, but Hubert Humphrey 
came out [to speak at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities].  He was running for 
Senate.  He came out to Pioneer Hall there.  It’s supposed to hold five hundred 
people, but it was holding one thousand.  The election was on. 
 
(2, A, 218) 
 
B: Was it hard at all to go from the regimented life, the military where you had these 
guys telling you what you were supposed to be doing every single second of your 
life, to civilian life? 
 
S: Boot camp was that but regular day-to-day operations you had your chain of 
command and you had your orders.  That’s one of the reasons I didn’t sign over.  I 
did not want to stay in a regimented society.  It didn’t bother me that much, but 
going into civilian life it didn’t make a lot of difference. 
 
B: Nice to have that freedom? 
 
S: Yes.  I don’t think anybody took advantage of it.  I think we all just were so 
indoctrinated into that kind of a life that we just continued on.  Coming out of high 
school I needed that.  That’s probably the best thing in the world that could have 
happened to me, to go in like that. 
 
B: Taught you a disciplined lifestyle? 
 
S: Yes.  My father didn’t pay a lot of attention to me.  My mother watched me, but 
basically she didn’t try to control me but she knew she probably couldn’t.  She could 
have if she’d have put her foot down I think.  But she was more concerned about me 
than my father.  For some reason or other my father didn’t seem to have a lot of 
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concern.  Of course he was having financial problems at the time, so I guess he had 
other concerns.  The only thing we had was money problems. 
 
B: Some larger questions about your time in the service.  For example, did you come 
into contact with minority groups while you were in the war? 
 
S: No.  The Marine Corps had none.  They were getting some, but they weren’t in our 
area.  I guess that they were used primarily for manual labor with ammunition and 
that sort of thing.  I never saw any in the Marine Corps. 
 
B: You never saw any minorities at all really?  Not even in boot camp? 
 
S: No, none whatsoever.  I think they might have come in later, probably in 1945.  
I’m not sure when they started taking blacks in.  Being from southern Minnesota, it’s 
pretty white down there.  I can’t remember seeing any blacks at all no matter where 
I was.  I never saw any.  Not a one. 
 
(2, A, 284) 
 
B: Did you come into contact with women at all in any positions as nurses or…? 
 
S: Hardly any.  We had no nurses.  The Marine Corps had male Navy corpsmen.  
That’s all that they had, and the Navy provided that.  If you went to a hospital then 
you’d bump into some women nurses. 
There was very sporadic contact with Red Cross.  It seems to me that I did 
see the Red Cross once or twice very, very briefly.  The Marines have a very strong 
opinion against the Red Cross, partly because of the camaraderie between the male 
Red Cross officers and the women in the Red Cross.  The enlisted men could see this, 
and realized that they were down the bottom of the pole.  We also saw the lack of 
real help from the Red Cross.  You won’t find too many of the older guys that have a 
lot of respect for the Red Cross. 
 
B: They just didn’t feel the Red Cross did much for them? 
 
S: No.  They helped themselves, was basically what it amounted to.  They’d give you 
a cigarette here and there or something.  They weren’t there for the enlisted men at 
all.  I didn’t personally see a lot of them, but I only recall one or two instances where 
I did see a Red Cross worker.  They weren’t around that much. 
 
B: Were there any people during your time that you would say really stand out in 
your mind as having made an impact on you, whether it was an officer or just a 
buddy you palled around with a lot? 
 
S: Yes.  In fact, I just got reacquainted in the last six months to a year with a guy that 
I worked with for three or four months over there.  He’s in Texas, and we’ve been 
corresponding.  He found me because of my involvement in the reunion last year.  
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My name was in about every military magazine in the country.  He picked up on it 
and called me.  As soon as I heard him on the phone I knew who he was.  His name 
was Alvin Matthis, and he lives in Abilene [Texas] now.  He was one of the straight 
shooters, real straight shooters.  I hate to think about that guy on TV, Gomer Pyle.  I 
never cared for that.  But if ever there was a Gomer Pyle, this guy was one.  A heck of 
a nice guy.  Really, a peach of a guy. 
 
B: Just a great friend, or did you guys go on leave together, or what? 
 
S: We just worked together.  We ended up getting discharged together.  Peculiar 
deal.  He was on Parris Island, too, got back about the same time.  We did the same 
work.  He was in another defense battalion. 
One guy that I learned to respect very highly, his name was Tom Rayburn.  
Tom was the nephew of [Texas politician] Sam Rayburn.  He was doing the same 
kind of work in another battalion.  Tom was a tech sergeant, not much of a rank 
considering who he was related to.  He got no benefits whatsoever, and he came in 
as an enlisted man, and stayed as an enlisted man. 
I remember one time I went over to visit this friend of mine, Robert Spencer 
from Ohio, one night on Okinawa, and Tom Rayburn was there.  He was a Texan, and 
I think every Texan in the place was there.  They were having a good time.  They 
congregated around him like flies to honey.  I was sitting there and he gave me a 
beer.  They were eating something.  I said, “What are you eating?”  They must have 
had the biggest grin on their face in the world because they said, “Here.”  They gave 
me something—it was jalapeno pepper.  I’d never heard of them.  I’d never had one 
before.  I ate a couple of those real quick, chewed on them.  Oh, I couldn’t find 
enough beer there. 
There were two or three officers in the battalion that I respected quite highly.  
In fact, one was from here in Minnesota.  I talked to him about going to school.  He’d 
gone to civil engineering and I talked to him about it.  It turned out that the guys that 
were under his command, he was in charge of radar, they just loved him.  He was a 
wonderful person.  His name was Larkin.  He became a captain, and ended up in 
Korea.  I tried to get him to come to our reunion.  I wrote him a letter and he wrote a 
nice letter back.  He said, “Well, I’m too busy with family affairs.  I kind of gave up on 
the Marine Corps.”  He got a raw deal in Korea. 
 
End of Side A.  Side B begins at counter 380. 
 
S: Our commanding officer was a tough nut, but he was a nice guy.  Our executive 
officer was just that much nicer than the CO.  He was a lieutenant colonel.  He was a 
real example of what a Marine should be.  He would, almost daily on Kauai, he would 
run a couple three miles down to the bay and swim for a little while and then run 
back.  He was in great shape. 
 
B: During your time in the military, Don, you spent a fair amount of Hawaii, and you 
spent a lot of time in Okinawa as well.  How much leave or time to go out and 
socialize did you have? 
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S: Very little. 
 
B: Did you get to go out and see some of the areas of California or Hawaii? 
 
S: On Kauai we would get eight hours off about once a month.  We spent all our time 
going in town to eat, to find a steak.  That’s basically all we’d do.  We didn’t have 
transportation.  You had to figure out cars.  Between towns they didn’t have bus 
service or anything.  On Okinawa we didn’t have any time off. 
After boot camp I had one twenty-four hour liberty, and we went into San 
Diego.  We were only three or four miles from the recruit depot.  We slept in the 
movie house.  We could have gone back and been in our bunks, nice and 
comfortable.  We weren’t about to go back, but then they kicked us out of the movie 
theatre about five o’clock in the morning.  So we went out to the zoo and wandered 
around there.  We weren’t about to go back [to base] after eleven weeks of that.  
Then I just got that one day when I was up at Camp Elliott, with my brother-in-law. 
 When I was on Oahu I just had that one day, when my brother-in-law came.  I 
got one day off into town where I got that picture taken.  When we shipped out for 
Okinawa we left Kauai and we stopped at Pearl Harbor.  We were there for three or 
four days, and they let some of the guys off the ship.  Being in headquarters, I kind of 
got two days off.  I went into town one day.  We were able to get into town and I 
looked up this one guy I knew.  We didn’t have any money, so I borrowed five bucks 
from him.  I remember one beer joint we went to called Yee Hops.  It opened at 
twelve and it went until they were out of beer, which was about a couple hours.  I 
remember that’s the first place I had shrimp.  The next day this other guy didn’t 
know where to go so I had to escort him in with the two dollars we had left.  We did 
it again.  Somehow or another we got into a lot of beer. 
I remember going back to the ship after that.  We could have walked up the 
gangway or ladder, but instead I opted to go up the landing net.  I’m not sure, I think 
I knocked somebody off.  I was feeling no pain from the party we had been on. 
On the way across the Pacific, we stopped in Kwajalein Atoll, where we had a 
practice landing.  When we got ashore they had a beer bust.  Again, I finagled the guy 
that was handing out the beer, and we had about two cases of beer stashed.  We 
were sitting there afterwards drinking, and our legal eagle, who was a captain, came 
walking by.  He apparently saw what we were doing, because he came over and 
opened up the box, took a beer out, and didn’t say a word and walked away.  He 
didn’t turn us in either.  (laughs) 
There was a time on Okinawa when I got elected to go get some alcohol from 
a corpsman.  I went over there one night, and there were three or four guys there.  
They were all on the same thing but nobody would say anything.  Finally one guy got 
desperate and asked the chief about some alcohol.  He said, “Nope.  You can’t have 
any more.  I told you if you got in trouble you couldn’t have any more.”  It was a 
hundred and ninety proof.  So with that, everybody stood up to walk out, and as I 
was starting to walk out he said, “Hey, Stephenson, I didn’t mean you.”  I said, “I 
don’t want to get you in trouble.”  He said, “You guys haven’t had any.  I’ll give you 
some.”  He had a computer in his mind I guess.  I thought he would give me a pint or 
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something, and he gave me a half a gallon.  It came in half-gallon tins.  He says, “All I 
do is ask you to cut that three times.”  Then we’d get grapefruit juice and spike that.  
If you want a hangover, just try that.  Somehow or another we got a little recreation 
out of it all, but not a lot. 
 
B: Don, did you stay in contact with your family pretty well during the war?  Did you 
write people? 
 
S: I seldom corresponded.  I think I got one letter from my dad.  He wasn’t much of a 
letter writer.  My mother wrote, but I can’t remember getting any letters from my 
sisters.  They were all pretty occupied.  My brother was in the Coast Guard, and he 
and I would correspond.  I corresponded with some of my friends back home.  In 
fact, one gal that I was corresponding with was a couple years younger, and we got 
into writing.  This student shared my letters with an English teacher in the high 
school.  I failed to contact that teacher after I returned, and I have regretted that lack 
of respect, as she was a very popular teacher.  Her name was Nell Marie Hoyem.  I 
kicked myself ever since.  This gal I was corresponding with kind of kept track of me, 
but after I got out I was just so tired or something I just didn’t contact too many 
people.  I should have contacted her, because she was quite a gal. 
 
B: How else did you keep up on information about what was going on in the world?  
Did you get [the military newspaper] Stars and Stripes? 
 
S: No, we didn’t have anything like that.  I don’t think we had a newspaper in our 
battalion.  Somehow we got the word.  There were guys that had radios.  Some of 
them could tune in [the Japanese propaganda station] Tokyo Rose and find out what 
was going on.  She seemed to know what was going on all the time. 
 The biggest entertainment was Tokyo Rose, because she was so far out.  
What she was saying.  She might say, “Hey, you guys in the 8th ought to get off of 
Okinawa.”  She knew what was going on.  She knew where everybody was.  It was 
weird, really weird. 
 
B: Did you listen to her? 
 
S: I didn’t listen to her.  We didn’t have a radio.  But the guys that did have radios, or 
built radios or something, they’d keep track of her.  We didn’t have a paper.  That’s 
why I’ve been so interested in World War II, just catching up on a lot of things. 
We hardly knew anything that was going on in Europe.  We knew when 
Roosevelt died [in April 1945], and we knew when the war was over in Europe [in 
May 1945].  Major things we didn’t know.  We had to get the information on the 
atom bomb.  We knew more about the surrender of the Japanese in August 1945, 
because we had the Jap planes, peace planes flew into Okinawa.  They had two or 
three planes.  They painted them all white with black crosses on them.  They came in 
and brought a delegation for preliminary negotiations.  So we knew that.  Things 
were getting pretty good 
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Then MacArthur came in [to Okinawa], he stopped there on his way to Japan.  
There was an amazing man.  He was on the road right below us.  They brought in a 
big black limousine to transport him from the airport to his quarters and back the 
next morning.  He was just there one night, and he stayed right below us.  We had 
our sites trained on him. 
 
(2, B, 552) 
 
B: He was that kind of guy from what I’ve heard.  That brings up a couple of 
interesting points.  President Roosevelt died the 12th of April, 1945.  Did that make 
much of an impression on you when that happened?  Do you remember guys 
reacting to that news? 
 
S: No.  I think probably the reactions that I saw and heard, and I think my reaction 
was, that we expected it.  I don’t think it was a surprise to anybody, because from 
what I can recall everybody knew that he was going to die.  That seemed to be the 
word around.  Everybody was upset about it but not overly upset.  At that time 
nobody knew [Harry] Truman.  They were a little nervous about him.  We just 
wondered if Truman could handle it.  It turned out that he did very well.  I don’t 
think you’ll find too much criticism around from the military on Truman.  Especially 
with the A bomb. 
 
B: The next date is the 8th of May 1945, the end of the war against Germany. 
 
S: I can’t remember any specific thing happening.  I think overall the elation was 
there that that’s over, and now we’ll get some help.  We didn’t know what was going 
to happen down the road.  It didn’t seem to ever end there [where we were].  We 
had no idea about the A bomb, but we knew that there was still a lot of work to do.  
If you’d have seen what was going on there, on Okinawa, I’m surprised the island 
didn’t sink with all the supplies they were bringing in there. 
 
B: Being loaded up like crazy? 
 
S: Yes.  You knew exactly what was going to happen.  They didn’t tell us, but it didn’t 
take an Einstein to figure it out.  With that everybody felt we’re going to have some 
help. 
 
B: How did you feel personally about the fact that an invasion of Japan seemed 
imminent? 
 
S: There was apprehension there.  What our role would have been, I don’t know.  I 
didn’t know, I didn’t have any idea, but it was obvious that we were going to have to 
send everybody including the poor little dog along.  It wasn’t going to be easy, 
everybody knew that.  Just how tough it was going to be, nobody visualized.  
Couldn’t visualize. 
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B: Which brings us up to the atomic bombs, and close to the end of the war.  What 
was the initial reaction, or did you guys even understand what was going on when 
those two bombs were dropped [on 6 August and 9 August 1945]? 
 
S: I think we did.  I think we felt that between that and the other bombing that was 
going on, this might be the frosting on the cake.  Actually the other bombing [the 
incendiary bombing of Japanese cities] was doing more than the A bomb.  But they 
didn’t have any idea how devastating that was. 
 
(2, B, 608) 
 
B: So when you heard about the atomic bombs, did you have any idea how big an 
impact they were? 
 
S: I don’t think we did initially.  We had no way of knowing.  We didn’t have a lot of 
communication. 
 
B: Some people over time have started to change their feelings about the atomic 
bombs, whether or not it was correct to use them.  Have your feelings ever wavered 
on that issue? 
 
S: No.  I don’t think anybody that I know switched in any way, shape, or manner.  
Even my kids understand. 
 
B: That it was necessary to bring the war to a close? 
 
S: Yes.  I have a cousin that worked on the A bomb.  Graduated from physics in 
Minnesota and worked down in Chicago on that [Manhattan Project].  I’ve never 
asked him how he feels.  He knew all those developers personally.  I don’t know how 
deep it was.  I’ve never heard anybody that initially agreed and have changed their 
mind now.  If they did, they didn’t tell me. 
 
B: Let me ask you about V-J Day, the 15th of August, 1945. 
 
S: That was the treaty.  That was…  (pauses three seconds) You see some of the 
pictures (displays pictures).  I got a picture down on the airfield [on Okinawa] that 
night.  It was like the 4th of July.  I think a couple guys got killed, from all the firing in 
the air.  I have pictures of tracer bullets all over.  I’m almost positive a couple guys 
got killed from that celebration. 
I don’t recall that we did anything in our area, unless we had some of the 
alcohol left.  We might have had a drink or two or three or four.  In fact, that’s 
probably about all we did.  I know we didn’t do any firing.  After two and a half years 
or two years for me of being away from home, I knew what was going to happen. 
I almost started to work a deal to go to China.  We became a clearing house 
for high point guys, bringing in high point guys in to our battalion, and sending low 
point guys out.  I had too many points to go into these outfits going to China.  I was 
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involved in the selection process in the office there.  I had thought about ignoring 
the point system and putting my name on the list to go to China, because we knew 
they were going to China.  The 1st Division went to China.  Then I thought, after two 
years, I’m tired; I’d just as soon go home.  I’ve kind of had second thoughts about it 
since. 
We wouldn’t have gotten home as quick as we did except that this empty ship 
came along after that typhoon.  They were trying to get people off the island.  The 
Army couldn’t get on the ship for some reason, but our CO said we could make it.  In 
fact, we did it so quick I took a shower that morning, it was real early.  We had a 
makeshift shower.  The first time in months I took my dog tags off.  I hung them in 
that shower—I hung them there and I left them there.  (laughs) I guess I didn’t need 
them any longer anyway.  I was kind of ticked off about that.  They gave us just 
twenty-four hours to pack, our own stuff as well as the office stuff.  Our executive 
officer, Lt. Col. Scott, was standing there watching us leave, as he had to stay behind 
to dismantle the complex we had there. 
The ship steamed back the short way, the north route.  It was a fast trip, 
thirty days.  He never bobbled once until we hit a storm up in the Aleutians.  We had 
three or four days of pretty rough weather up there, but I never saw a guy sick on 
that ship.  You can tell me seasickness is a physical thing, you’re crazy.  It’s a mental 
thing. 
 
(2, B, 675) 
 
B: I heard you mention reunions.  It suggests to me that you kept in contact with a 
lot of people from your group, or at least some people. 
 
S: We don’t have a huge group.  I just got a newsletter today.  A hundred and twenty-
two have paid their dues for next year.  It’s dropping.  I imagine two or three years 
ago we had two hundred and fifty dues paid.  It’s accelerating, the losses.  I was in 
charge of the reunion for the 8th. 
These battalions only had about fourteen, fifteen hundred in it.  There are 
some things afoot right now by someone in some other battalion trying to get a 
combined reunion with all of us defense battalions or anti-aircraft battalions.  Our 
battalion wants to stay on our own.  I think they’re dead wrong, but I’m not running 
it.  We’ll have a meeting this fall.  I still don’t know whether I’m going to go to it.  It’s 
up in New York.  I don’t think we can do it on our own, because I got involved last 
fall in this reunion and I know what these hotels are doing and going through.  It’s 
pretty hard to get decent accommodations with less than a hundred people. 
 
B: Why is it important for you to stay involved in these reunions in your old unit? 
 
S: Well, you kind of get to know these guys.  I didn’t know any of them in the 
battalion.  There’s one guy I did know, but he’s never attended a meeting.  He lives in 
New Jersey.  He’s kind of standoffish.  You get to know these guys, and they’re pretty 
decent amigos. 
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B: The similar experiences that you guys have had? 
 
S: Yes.  There’s a lot of lies told.  (laughs) The ones that remain are pretty decent 
individuals.  There’s a handful, they’re all characters.  You hear these stories they 
tell.  Usually they don’t have a thing to do with the war.  It’s what they did to 
circumvent the officers.  For example, one guy said, “When they landed on Okinawa 
they had a still set up before they had all the supplies in the barrels of the guns.  The 
officers couldn’t figure out how they got in business.”  I think a lot of alcoholics were 
born there in the service.  Being away from home and not knowing what the future 
is, a lot of them became alcoholics.  Some of them continued on, some of them broke 
it.  Some of them are pretty heavy drinkers.  But even some of the heavy drinkers 
are great people.  It’s kind of a family thing. 
 
B: The last couple questions I have for you are larger philosophical questions.  First, 
after you got done with the war and came back home, did you see any ways that it 
had changed you as a person?  The way you looked at the world, or the way you saw 
yourself, or the way you interacted with people? 
 
S: Not knowingly.  I suppose that you learned to deal with people a lot better 
because you live in pretty close quarters in the military.  The same way in college, 
you’re in pretty close quarters.  We seemed to get along pretty well in Pioneer Hall 
[at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities] with four in a room, when there were 
only supposed to be two.  I think most everybody was kind of burned out.  There 
wasn’t a lot of this rah-rah stuff in college with this group.  It was all pretty straight 
forward.  If there was any rah-rah going on, it was coming out of the frats. 
So many of the guys were married, and many of them had families.  The 
single ones like myself were trying to keep their head above water, and what they’re 
going to do with their life.  I think it was a pretty sober bunch.  I think youngsters 
who were in college at the time that weren’t in the service were probably 
overwhelmed.  They’re the ones that were probably affected more than we were.  
You take Pioneer Hall: every one of them was a veteran in there.  There were a 
thousand veterans in there.  The frats, I think they were all veterans.  I don’t think 
they were quite as rah-rah as probably they were before the war.  By and large it 
was tow the line. 
 
B: The last question: Now that it’s fifty-plus years later, as you look back on those 
years and that time, how do you think it changed the direction of your life? 
 
S: I have thought about this for several years and, using hindsight, I have to believe I 
was affected more than I realized at the time.  Exactly how, I do not know.  You 
would have to ask others who knew me before the war and then analyze me now.  I 
do feel that all of those two-plus years did change me—for the better or the worse, I 
do not know.  Sometimes I feel I shouldn’t dwell on it, but it is difficult not to do so. 
Specifically, [before the war] I had no direction, I had no idea where I was 
going, absolutely no idea.  I didn’t have the first inkling about life or what was going 
to happen, before the war started.  There were no thoughts of college; I had no idea I 
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was going to be able to go to college.  Not many in my hometown did go to college.  
This gave a direction, motivated us.  You better have some education.  You can ask 
my kids about that.  They said, “If we hadn’t gone to college, you would have killed 
us.”  I said, “That’s probably about right.”  I learned the value of education.  I still do, 
I really haven’t stopped learning.  I still do things in a learning mode.  If I wasn’t 
well-educated, I have no idea where I’d be now.  I’d probably be digging ditches 
down around my hometown.  (laughs) And there aren’t many ditches down there. 
 
B: Don, thanks very much for this interview 
 
S: You’re welcome. 
 
END OF INTERVIEW 
